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Summary: Remember the trailers for season 5A that looked so 
awesome ... but then had nothing to do with anything that actually 
aired? ARGH ! Season 5 rewrite, with what I had wanted to see: scary 
Dark Emma, not ridiculous Camelot, and more queer ladies ; ) Slooowwww 
burn Swan Queen, established Red Warrior. Canon thru season 
4 . 


1 . Chapter 1 

There are degrees of darkness. 

Tucked safe in our beds, we turn out the lights at night and fall 
asleep in what we call the dark. In reality, there is almost always 
some lighta€"from the light down the hall, from a streetlamp outside, 
the blinking dot of a cell phone charging. Qur eyes adjust, and we 
can see, enough at any rate to find an additional blanket or a glass 
or water or other such comforts. 

Then there is the darkness away from cities and towns, in the middle 
of a forest, our world at night with only the stars above, mere 
pinpricks of lightaClbut still, light in the face of eternal 
darkness . 

But then there is the Dark. 

If you weren't able to move, to open and close your eyes, to touch 
your own face to convince yourself that the hands you couldn't see 
were in fact there, you could go mad from it. Were you alive or dead? 
How would you know? Perhaps your panicked breathing could give you a 
clue, or the racing heartbeat you heard in your ears, the heartbeat 
you had to convince yourself was yours. 


Emma Swan woke up in the Dark. 



Regina stared at the dagger lying in the road, the place where, 
moments ago, Emma had vanished without a trace. Save, of course, for 
her name across the Dark One's dagger. 

Regina felt her heart clench. 

Mary Margaret looked stricken. "Shea€ 1 shea€ 1 " 

David grabbed his wife's arm; he turned to Regina. "She gave her life 
for you . " 

"Don't you think I know that?" Regina whispered. Her eyes went to 
Henry; her son looked like he didn't know what to feel. 

Hook managed to shake them all out of their stupora€"he rushed 
forward and snatched up the dagger. He held it aloft. "Dark One!" he 
snarled. "I summon thee!" But nothing happened. 

"Give me that," Regina growled, "before you hurt yourself." 

Hook ignored her and again shouted, "Dark Onea€"I summon thee! Emma 
Swan ! " 

In a whirl of purple smoke, the dagger materialized in Regina's hand. 
"This isn't a toy. Pirate. You know nothing of this magic." 

He whirled on her, his eyes a blaze. "Give that to me." 

"No . " 

"How dare you say I know nothing of the Dark One? I pursued the Dark 
One across realms for centuries!" 

"And with so much success, " Regina said coolly. 

"Regina, " Mary Margaret warned. 

She ignored her. "You know plenty about anger and obsession. I'll 
give you that. But you have never understood magic, and this? This 
isn't the time for a pissing contest. This isn't something to get 
wrong." Regina gazed down at the blade in her hand; she clenched her 
teeth. "This is Emma." 

Henry had wandered over to her; she put an arm around his shoulders 
and held him close. "Isn't thea€ 1 the person whose name is on the 
knife," Henry said, unable to say _The Dark One_, "don't they have to 
obey the dagger?" 

"Yes, they do, " Regina said. 

David swallowed. "So if she didn't answer Hook's summonsa€l?" 

Regina looked back at the Charmings. "It means she's not in 
Storybrooke . " 


The ground shook. 



Birds took to the sky to escape the tremor, while animals ran to 
higher ground; all of them, save one. Her nostrils flared, and she 
raced down into the valley to find the source of the disturbance. Her 
fur bristled at the unfamiliar smells. 

While the trembling had stopped, clouds now rolled in to take what 
had been a sunny day to a different direction entirely. A cold wind 
raced down from the mountains, and the valley grew unnaturally quiet. 
She sniffed furiously at the ground, but couldn't pick up a trail of 
any kinda€"there had to be something underground, but everything was 
starting to smell the same. It just smelleda€ 1 wrong . Her ears pricked 
up; in the distance was the sound of hoof beats. She raised her head 
and shook out her fur, hoping to shake the sense of foreboding away 
as well. 

Mulan slowed her horse to a stop and jumped off. "You scared the life 
out of me, " she barked. 

Ruby shook herself once again and took on her human form. "I'm sorry. 
I'm still used to working on my own." 

The other woman thrust her red cloak at her; Ruby slipped it on for 
protection against the elements. 

"If I can learn to work as a team, so can you," Mulan said. "Did you 
find anything?" 

Ruby shook her head. "No. Something's wrong, buta€ 1 I don't know what 
it is . " 

"It didn't feel like a curse." 

"No." Ruby pulled her cloak tighter. "But it's something like that. 
Something big." 

Mulan held out a hand. "Let's ride back together." 

Ruby frowned. "I can run faster." 

Mulan raised an eyebrow. "The operative word being 'together, '" she 
said with a wry smile. "I want you close in case there's more to 
come . " 

Ruby considered the hand before her, as though she would have made 
any choice other than the once she made, which was to accept the 
offer; they rode back up the mountain. Ruby wrapped in her cloak and 
her arms wrapped around her lover's waist. 


They made their way back to the Charmings' loft. 

"How long has it been since a new Dark One wasa€ 1 respawned? " Robin 
asked . 

"Hundreds of years, at least," Regina said. "I'm not even sure how 
old Rumplest lit skin is." 

"And I'm not sure why we're letting the Evil Queen control the Dark 
One's dagger," Hook growled. "Am I the only one who sees what a bad 



idea that is?" 


Regina whirled on him. "What is your problem with me?" 

"Are you joking? The woman I love is now the Dark One. The woman who 
tried to kill her, multiple times, is now holding almost unlimited 
power in her own magical hands." He jabbed a finger at her. "The 
darkness tried to take _you, _Regina, so I don't think you should be 
the one to control Emma." 

"She's not even _here, " _Regina bit back. "I'm not controlling 
anyone! I am holding a knife, an object capable of magic, something I 
know much more about than you do. Forgive me if I don't trust it in 
your incapable hand." 

"Stop it!" Henry shouted. "We have to figure out what to do." He 
narrowed his eyes at Hook. "My moms believe in each other, otherwise 
Emmaa€ 1 she wouldn't have done what she did. We're a family." He gazed 
back up at Regina. "Moma€ 1 we have to save her." 

"We will, Henry." She pulled him close and glared over the top of his 
head at the pirate. 

Mary Margaret stepped forward and took a breath. "If Emma's not 
herea€ 1 she must be back in our realm. Can we all agree on that, at 
least ? " 

"That makes sense, " Hook muttered. 

"Do we have any way of getting there?" David asked. "Magic beans? A 
hat? What about a scroll, ora€ 1 " 

"There's nothing," Regina sighed. 

"We always think that," Henry said, "but then we find another way. 
What about the well? Could it be enchanted?" 

"We should ask Belle, " Mary Margaret said. "There must be more 
information in the library. With all of us working together we'll 
come up with _something . 

"I'll meet you there," Regina said. "There's something I need to do 
first . " 

aC I . . 

"Now isn't a good time, Regina dear. You never did learn not to wake 
a sleeping dragon." 

Regina stood on the front steps of the home Maleficent now shared 
with her daughter. "I'm desperate." 

Mai crossed her arms, smooth and unhurried. "You must be, since I owe 
you nothing. Well, nothing good." 

Regina had the decency to look away. "I know." 

"You made my daughter turn into a dragon for the first time, 

_alone, Mai hissed. "As if her life wasn't confusing 
enough . " 



"Mai, I'm sorrya€ 1 " 


Maleficent stepped onto the porch and pulled the door shut behind 
her. "You most certainly are not. You got exactly what you wanted 
then, and you're only trying to get what you want now. I'm not 
interested, Regina. You're lucky I want a life here with Lilya€"her 
world, but with our magic. Storybrooke is the only place for both of 
us. And if I reduce you to ash, the villagers may riot in protest." 
She looked Regina up and down. "I must say, I never saw that day 
coming . " 

She turned to go inside, and Regina realized she wouldn't be given 
the time to explain herself at all. She blurted out: "Emma is the 
Dark One now." 

Maleficent's hand stilled on the door. 

"She's vanished," Regina continued. "Probably back to the Enchanted 
Eorest . " 

"Why do you care?" Mai asked, her back to her. 

Regina's hands clenched into fists. "Because the darkness came for 
me. She saved me." 

Mai turned to her. "It was supposed to be you?" 

Regina nodded. 

"So now, the entire reason my child was taken from me to begin with 
has become a moot point? After everything we've lost, the savior 
chose the darkness." 

"I need to get her back, Mai. I have to save her. Eor Henry, 
fora€ 1 " 

"I say the people of our realm have been yanked back and forth 
because of curses and counter-curses and the Charming family so many 
times we just need to stay put. If the Dark One, whoever it is, is 
back in a land far away from us, so much the better. Be grateful, 
Regina. You won." 

Maleficent slammed the door. 


"How is he?" Mary Margaret asked, her hand gentle on Belle's 
shoulder . 

Belle shook her head. "I don't know. He hasn ' ta€ 1 left us," she said, 
biting her lip. "But there's no sign he's going to wake up, 
either . " 

"Are you ok here, helping us?" 

"Yes." Belle reached into her shirt and pulled out a locket; it was 
glowing the faintest shade of red. "Mother Superior gave me this. It 
glows warm with Rumple ' s life force, so I'll know if there are any 
changes. Buta€ 1 " she sighed. "I don't need to consult my books to 



tell you that you need an awful lot of magic to create a portal in 
this world. And it usually needs to be channeled through an object, 
otherwise it's essentially impossible to control." 

David placed a hand on Henry's shoulder. "What about Henry's idea of 
the well? It's been used as a portal before." 

Belle pulled a large, dusty tome off a shelf. "Hmm. From what I 
understand it was more of a door." 

David frowned. "Isn't that the same thing?" 

"Not exactly. Try to think of the connection between worlds as a 
funnela€"the entrance, the portal, is the large end. At the other, 
narrow end is the door, one-way, that spits you out of the funnel." 
She paused. "But the well is quite the magical hotspot, isn't it? 
Perhaps we can use that to our advantage. Good thinking, 

Henry . " 

Henry smiled. 

"There must be plenty of magical objects in Gold's shop," Mary 
Margaret said. "Maybe we coulda€ 1 combine their power, or 
something . " 

Belle drummed her fingers in thought. "Possibly." 

"It's been done before," David pointed out. "Like with Jefferson's 
hat . " 

"Or Mom's mirrors," Henry piped up. 

They stared at Belle hopefully. She sighed. "Those objects were so 
powerful they had traces of magic even during the first curse. I 
can't think of anything in the shop like thata€"something that has 
original magic from the Enchanted Forest, and never lost it." 

They all turned at the sound of Regina clearing her throat. The 
former queen was wearing something the others rarely saw on hera€"an 
anxious look. "There's nothing in the shop," she said quietly, "but 
there area€ 1 some things that might work. Unfortunately, our best bet 
has no interest in helping us." 

"No interest?" David said. "It's a person?" 

"Maleficent, " Regina said. The others exchanged a look of realization 
as she explained, "Her magic was the key to guarding various 
treasures of mine when I first created Storybrooke; she was my 
prisoner, but she never lost her powers." 

Mary Margaret stepped forward. "You spoke with her?" 

"Barely. She has no desire to cross realms to find a Dark One, no 
matter who it is. Maybe especially because it's Emma. We'll have 
toa€ 1 " she frowned. "Where's Hook?" 

David shrugged. "He was upset. He didn't come with us, said he wanted 
to be alone . " 

A feeling a dread washed over her. "Yes, but alone where?" 



"We left him at the loft, " Mary Margaret said, puzzled. 

"Why?" 

Regina clenched her teeth. "I left the dagger there." She vanished in 
a cloud of purple smoke. 

a€ I . . 

It wasn't there anymore. In that moment, had they been standing in 
front of her, Regina felt she could have killed the 
Charmings . 

Objectively, it wasn't their fault of course. She was the one who 
decided to leave the dagger and not bring it to Maleficent's. She had 
no idea the Charmings were infatuated enough with the pirate to leave 
him in their home unattended. _She should have known. _ 

But where had he gone? The dagger was relatively useless without a 
Dark One to control, and they hadn't figured out a way to open a 
portal to the Enchanted Forest yetaC 1 

Regina swore and slammed her hands on the counter. "That bastard," 
she spat. _Hook must have a way._ He always did end up in whatever 
land he chosea€"he just couldn't leave until he had the dagger, too. 
And now she had to find him, fast, before he vanished with their only 
chance of saving Emma. 

When the Charmings caught up with her, their apartment was ransacked. 
"Regina!" Mary Margaret exclaimed, "What are you doing?" 

"I need something of his. Hook's," Regina shouted. "There must be 
something here, something he gave Emma, ora€ 1 " 

"Or me, " Henry said. He raced up the stairs to his room and returned 
with a small telescope. "How about this?" 

"Yes," she breathed. "Yes, perfect." 

Mary Margaret tried again: "Regina, what is going on?" 

"Hook's taken the dagger," she said. She cupped the telescope in her 
hands and closed her eyes. "I think he knows a ways to our realm; 
he's going after Emma alone. We have to find him, beforeaC 1 " She 
opened her eyes and glanced at her son's worried face. "We just have 
to find him . " 

In a matter of moments, the telescope was activated by the locator 
spell. Regina grit her teeth. "Hang on." 

a€ 1 

She appeared seconds later with Mary Margaret in the woods near her 
vault; her eyes searched frantically in the darkness for the blasted 
pirate . 

"There he is," Mary Margaret breathed, "but whataClwhat is he doing 
there of all places?" 


Regina looked where Mary Margaret pointed; Hook was at a grave 



behind the headstone, digging. 


It was Neal's grave. 

Regina thrust a hand out and suddenly the pirate was suspended in 
mid-air. He twisted and swore; as they approached, she could see his 
eyes were wild. 

"You'll pay for using magic on me, witch." 

She clenched her other hand into a fist and his face contorted in 
pain. "You were trying to bury the dagger. You wanted to hide it, 
until you found a way to use it yourself." 

He said nothing; he was too busy trying not to scream. Mary Margaret 
had gone around the headstone to retrieve what Regina thought would 
be the dagger, but insteada€ 1 

"Oh my god." 

Regina frowned at her tone, but didn't take her eyes off the pirate 
twitching in the air. "What? What is it?" 

"He wasn't burying something." She stood up and brushed the dirt from 
her knees; she was holding a small leather pouch. "He was digging it 
up." She stared at Hook. "How long have you had these?" 

He glowered. "Every pirate needs an escape hatch." 

"That's not an answer." 

Regina chanced a look at Mary Margaret, who was pouring the contents 
of the pouch into her hand. Her eyes went wide at the sight. 

"a€l Beans. You've had magic beans for years." 

Hook twisted again, trying to fight her magic. "For an emergency. The 
savior going dark qualifies. She needs my help." 

"She needs all of us, " Mary Margaret said with an angry edge to her 
voice. "You can't vanish to the Enchanted Forest with our only means 
of helping Emma. I know you love her, but we _all _love her, and our 
only hope of saving her is for all of us to work together. We need 
more than your determination. Hook." She looked at Regina. "We need 
someone who truly understands dark magic. We need a plan. And we need 
to stay calm. If we lose our headsa€lthe Dark One has the advantage 
no matter what we do, and won't hesitate to kill us." 

Hook was still straining against Regina's magic in mid-air, teeth 
clenched. "Emma won't hurt me. She loves me. And as you heroes always 
say, that's the strongest magic of all." His last words came out 
strangled as Regina tightened her hold on him, her own face twisted 
in rage at his total lack of comprehension. 

She felt a gentle hand on her arm and glanced at Mary Margaret; she 
saw the look of understanding in the other woman's eyes. "Regina, be 
careful . " 

"He's a liability. Snow. He's just going to interfere with any plan 
we try to make, he'll get someone killed." 



"I know. But I'm realizing that you brought me here with you to make 
sure you didn't kill him, right?" 

Regina glowered at the pirate. "A decision I'm regretting." 

"We'll bring him to the police station and lock him up. We'll have 
the beans and the daggera€ 1 and we can start our rescue plan without 
any distractions." She squeezed her arm. "Please, Regina. Let's not 
waste any more time." 

Regina nodded and lowered the pirate toward the ground, not enough 
that he could stand, but enough for Mary Margaret to reach into his 
cloak and withdraw the Dark One's dagger. "Let's get him to the 
station, then, and get back to the others." 

a€ 1 

Ruby couldn't sleep. 

An unfamiliar smell was invading her senses to the point that she had 
shifted to her wolf form without realizing it. But now her hackles 
were raised, her fur standing on end, and those things just didn't 
have a satisfying human equivalent. 

She paced around their small cabin, checked that Mulan was sleeping 
peacefully, and then let herself out. She trotted in circles around 
the house, nose at first to the ground and then in the air. The scent 
was everywhere, and it baffled her. It wasn't stronger in one place 
and fainter in another; it was ever-present. She sat in front of 
their home and peered with sharp eyes into the woods. 

Nothing . 

If this was just how their world smelled now, it was a very bad sign. 
It was too sudden and too extreme for it to be anything but magic, 
and with the deep sense of dread that went with it, it could only 
mean dark magic was at work. Ruby wondered if it had to do with the 
Dark One; as far as she knew, Rumplest ilt skin wasn't in their realm, 
but his was the most powerful dark magic she could think of. Not even 
the Evil Queen in her darkest days was as frightening as he could 
be . 

Her tail twitched. The more she thought about it, the more it made 
sensea€"this change in their world involved the Dark One in some way. 
Ruby shook out her fur and checked around their home once more before 
going back inside. Her realization had turned her dread into more of 
a sense of foreboding; they could prepare for this. They had a place 
to start, at least. 

She shifted back into her human form and stoked the fire before 
slipping into bed; she wrapped an arm around Mulan, who pressed 
closer to her in sleep, and Ruby tried to fill her senses with her 
warrior instead. 

a€ 1 

Granny's Diner had filled with people who were prepared to save the 
savior . 

"We can't all leave Storybrooke, " David was explaining. "There are 



plenty of people here who will still need protection, and at least 
two people who need to be guarded at all times." 

"Besides," Mary Margaret said, "we don't know what we're going to 
encounter on the other side. A large group could actually hinder us 
instead of help, though we appreciate all of your support." 

Leroy glowered, arms crossed. "I'm going with you. I've been left out 
of too many adventures. I can't sit here again just hoping you'll 
make it backa€"I have to help you." 

"All right," Mary Margaret conceded, "buta€ 1 " 

Her words faded when the door jingled open and Maleficent stepped in. 
Silence settled over the packed diner. Her eyes searched curious and 
uneasy faces until they settled on one. "Regina. I need to speak with 
you . " 

Regina stood up from her booth where she'd been sitting with Robin. 
"All right." 

"Outside, please." Maleficent turned and left without another 
word . 

Regina tried to maintain her composure as she passed through the 
crowd and met Mai at a little table out front. 

"I will help you," the sorceress said. 

Regina blinked. "I'm sorry, what did you say?" 

Maleficent raised an eyebrow and did not repeat herself. "When Lily 
found out what had happened to Emma shea€lwell, she reacted 
differently than I expected. She didn't see it as Emma choosing 
darkness, as I did. She pointed out that the Dark One's magic just 
happened to be the enemy this time, and what Emma really chose was 
you. Saving you, no matter the consequences . " She sniffed. "And 
that's what a hero does." 

Regina didn't say anything, she just waited for Mai to 
continue . 

"Emma and Lily are linked through no fault of their own. Emma had 
nothing to do with Lily ' sa€ 1 _curse_, reallyaOlto always make the 
wrong choice. But she had everything to do with saving her from that 
life, and bringing her back to a place where she would be understood 
and accepted. She gave us a second chance to be a family. Lily 
reminded me of all of that. I'm sorry I bit your head off, 
before . " 

Regina's expression was pained. "I deserved it, Mai. And more." 

Mai shook her head. "You and I could get lost in what we truly 
deserve, Regina. But our children deserve better." She cleared her 
throat. "So how can I help?" 

"Wella€l" Regina glanced back over her shoulder to where Mary 
Margaret and Granny were watching them through the window. "As it 
turns out, that hideous pirate was hiding a cache of magic beans, so 
opening a portal will be easier. But returninga€ 1 " 



"Mmm, " Maleficent said. "You'd rather not kill any more people that 
you love . " 

Regina grimaced. 

"It's possible to enchant a portal to keep it open." 

"Yes, but if we fail we don't need to make it any easier for the Dark 
One to get back here, " Regina sighed. "We should have enough beans to 
return on our own buta€lif something should happen to us, I'd want 
you in Storybrooke . " 

"Me?" Maleficent scoffed. "Protecting the town from darkness? Surely 
there's someone else." 

"There isn't. You and I understand this power better than the 
others . " 

The other woman shifted in her seat. "That doesn't mean we can 
contain it . " 

"No," Regina conceded, "but we have a better chance than anyone else. 
And if she makes it through mea€ 1 " She couldn't finish. 

Mai looked at her with understanding. "I see. Then it won't be a 
rescue mission anymore." 

"No," Regina said quietly. 

Maleficent drummed her fingers on the table between them. "This is a 
lot of trust you're placing in me, Regina. I thought you would need a 
spell or an amulet." 

"If you've got them. I'll take those too." She hesitated. "Mala€ 1 I 
didn't expect it, buta€ 1 Storybrooke has become my home more than the 
Enchanted Forest ever was. The only good things that have happened in 
my life have happened here. It sounds like you and Lily want to be 
happy here too. I have to do what I can to save Emma, but our home 
needs to stay safe, from Hook, from Zelenaa€ 1 and yes, from the Dark 
One . " 

Mai studied her carefully. Her gaze wandered once or twice to the 
townspeople in the window. "Well," she said quietly. "Don't keep the 
peasants waiting. They're going to love that you're leaving the 
dragons in charge." 

She stood; Regina did too. "Thank you." 

Maleficent stepped close and took Regina's hand. "Promise me you'll 
be careful . " 

" Ia€ 1 of course . " 

"I mean it, Regina. Rumplest ilt skin was one thinga€"Emma Swan is 
quite another. You care about her; her darkness will be all the more 
dangerous for it." 

Regina didn't know what to say. She felt Maleficent press something 
into her palm. 



"A dragon's tooth. It will amplify your protection spells. Keep it 
close . " 

"I will. Thank you." 

Mai leaned in and kissed her cheek. 
a€ 1 

Several hours later, the group of would-be heroes was gathered at the 
well. It had taken some time to convince the masses that they would 
be safe in Maleficent's care, but when Belle and Granny each agreed 
to assist the sorceress the arguments started to lose their weight. 
Besides, the heroes had a plan nowa€"the Apprentice had told them to 
find Merlin, hoping his magic could stop the Dark One. They would 
seek him out, and hope Emma hadn't found him first. 

A handful of the merry men had agreed to "camp" in the Charmings' 
loft to care for both Roland and young Neal while their parents were 
away. Regina, Mary Margaret, and Robin each carried a magic bean, and 
the rest were secretly left with Granny. 

Henry, David, and a very insistent Leroy made up the rest of the 
rescue party. They waited with the others as Maleficent held a magic 
bean above the well. "Are you ready?" she asked them. 

They were. 

The bean was tossed into the well. Regina held Henry's hand as Mai 
uttered a spell to stabilize the portal, giving them their best 
chance of arriving where they could do the most good. Green and white 
lights swirled and crackled as the portal to the Enchanted Eorest 
opened and carried them away. 


2 . Chapter 2 

It didn't take long to get used to the screaming; she thought that it 
would. At first it had chilled her to her core, but she had become so 
desperate to hear or see or feel or smell anything, anything at all, 
that soon it became her world. Some screams were closer, while others 
sounded far away; it gave her the idea that she was in a larger place 
than she thought, even though she was still alone. The screams, she 
knew 

_How did she know_ 

came from no one who was still alive. They were the piercing, 
unearthly screeches of the dying, uttered under the worst kinds of 
duress. But when they stopped, she lost her sense of spacea€"she 
could have been in a box buried underground, or the bottom of a 
canyon, or on the moon. She had no idea. 

So it didn't take long to get used to the screaming. 

a€ 1 

"Henry, " Regina gasped as they landed, hard, in the Enchanted 
Eorest . 



"I'm here. Mom. I'm ok." 

She held him close before looking around and taking a head 
counta€"they were all there, a little bumped and bruised, but fine. 
Robin held out a hand and helped her up. 

Leroy was already searching ahead with David, while Mary Margaret was 
turning in place, trying to get her bearings. There weren't any 
obvious clues; they were in the middle of the woods, without a house 
or a road in sight. Regina checked that she still had the Dark One's 
dagger strapped to her hip, under her jacket. 

Robin frowned. "Now, I'm quite familiar with the forest in our realm, 
but I must saya€ll've never seen trees this tall." 

The others looked up. He was righta€"several trees had to be at least 
a hundred feet taller than most. They were much thicker, too. 

"Are we in the right world?" Henry asked, nervous. 

"We have to be, " Regina said. 

"This is our world," Mary Margaret insisted, "I just have no idea 
where . " 

Shouts drew their attention; David and Leroy had found a road. They 
made their way through the brush and down a hill to them. "Which 
way?" Leroy asked. 

But it all looked the same. 


Henry sighed and gestured to the east. "Let's go that way. It doesn't 
really matter, does it? The worst thing that happens is we find out 
we have to turn around." He started walking. "At least we'll be 
moving . " 

David scratched the back of his head. "He has a point, I 
guess . " 


Regina lingered behind them, her hand on the dagger's hilt. Robin 
turned to her, a puzzled expression on his face. "What is it, my 
love? " 


She was tempted, is what 
Emma to them and have it 
plan. In fact, it's what 
"I can't feel anything," 
faintest vibration, like 
don't feel anything." 


it was; tempted to use the dagger and call 
out then and there. But that wasn't the 
the pirate would do. She grimaced. Besides: 
she said. "With Gold there was always the 
a hum, running through the blade. But I 


He kissed her. "It's too early to worry. The portal 
we're supposed to be. We just have to have a little 
things could work very differently with Emma." 


sent us where 
faith. Besides, 


" I know . " 


"Come on," he said gently. "Let's catch up to the others. 


As the sun started to set, they still hadn't come upon a village or a 



brook or even a passing cart. "We should think about making camp for 
the night, " David said. 

"It's too soon," Mary Margaret said. "If we give it just another hour 
thena€ 1 " 

He placed a hand on her arm. "Then it will be dark, and harder to 
make a safe place for us. For Henry." 

She closed her eyes, resigned. "All right." 

She went hunting with the light that was left, while Leroy and Henry 
built a fire. David and Robin were gathering dry brush for bedding, 
though they'd each brought a small bedroll. 

And Regina made sure camp was safe. 

She walked in a wide circle around the others, feeling for dark 
energy in the forest and finding none. But when she went to cast a 
protection spell, she frowned. She looked at her hand and attempted 
to create a f ireballa€"nothing . 

Her distress must have been on her face, because when Mary Margaret 
returned with a rabbit she went right to her. "What is it, 

Regina? " 


"Mya€lmy magic. It's not working." 

"What do you mean?" 

"I don't know, exactly. I can still feel it within me, I justa€l can't 
do anything with it . " 

Mary Margaret's eyes went wide. "Is ita€ 1 could it bea€l?" 

Regina shook her head. "It's not Emma. If the Dark One was here, we 
would know." She pursed her lips. "I think something must be blocking 
it, and not just mine; I can't feel any magic out here, and there's 
always something in the Enchanted Eorest. I mean, it's in the 
name . " 

"Do you think we're safe here?" 

An uneasy feeling settled in Regina's gut. "I think we're as safe as 
we can be . " 

a€ 1 

The meat from the rabbit stretched their food supply a bit, but not 
much; they would need to find a village soon, or else they would have 
to spend their days hunting for food instead of Merlin or 
Emma . 

Henry sat next to his mother, both of them gazing into the fire. 

"What if we don't find her?" he asked quietly. 

Regina wrapped an arm around him. "That's not an option, Henry." 


He leaned his head on her shoulder. "Buta€lwhat if we can't save 
her? " 



She thought back to the moment when the darkness had tried to take 
her; she had gasped at the sensation of ice water coursing through 
her veins at the same instant her skin felt as though it were 
blistering under hot flames. She thought she was going to be torn 
apart right there in the street, with Robin and Henry and everyone 
watching helplessly, a final judgement on all of the horrible things 
she had done as the Evil Queen. 

But then Emma was there, saving her. She didn't even hesitate. She 
had pulled the darkness out of Regina and welcomed it into herself, 
vanishing in a vortex of pain into another dimension. 

Regina closed her eyes at the dull ache in her heart; she kissed the 
top of Henry's head. "That's not an option," she 
whispered . 

a€ 1 

"Wake up . " 

Someone was shaking her. Regina opened her eyes but was disoriented 
by the darkness; the fire had been extinguished. 

"Regina." It was Robin, his voice hushed. She felt Henry stirring 
next to her. 

"What's happened?" she whispered. 

As her eyes adjusted, she could make out the rest of their camp. 

David and Mary Margaret had their weapons drawn. She didn't see 
Leroy . 

Robin helped her to her feet. "There are riders in the woods. Leroy's 
gone ahead to investigate, but we should scatter." 

Henry was at her side, his pack already on his back. "Mom?" 

"Go with your grandfather, " Regina said, crushed that her magic 
couldn't protect him. "Stay close to him." 

As Henry jogged away, Robin and Regina crept down the hill, keeping 
close to the trees. They were startled by the sound of running; they 
could just make out Leroy racing down the road, drawing whoever was 
chasing him away from camp. But then came the thundering sound of 
hooves; they darted behind another tree just as seven riders tore 
past them, easily running down Leroy. He put up a fight but was 
quickly surrounded, subdued, and hauled up onto one of the 
horses . 

"We have to do something, " Robin said. 

"What? We don't know what kind of weapons they have. I don't have any 
magic. We don't know what they wanta€"it can't just be the 
dwarf . " 

Before Robin could counter, a very familiar voice shouted for the 
riders to stop. Regina swore to herself as Mary Margaret stepped into 
the road, arrow nocked and leveled at the riders. 



"Who are you, " Mary Margaret shouted, "and what do you want with my 
friend? " 

The riders all turned to face her, but stayed where they were. All 
except one, who took his horse at a slow walk over to where she 
stood. Regina couldn't make out the words they exchanged, but to her 
confusion the rider suddenly dismounted, and Mary Margaret lowered 
her bow. 

"What in the hell is she doing, " Regina murmured. 

At the lead man's signal, the other riders also dismounted. Three of 
them lit torches. She saw David appear from the woods with Henry, 
which prompted her to reveal herself and Robin as well. As they got 
closer they could see the dark red cloaks of the riders, and that the 
lead one speaking with Mary Margaret was a woman; a beautiful woman 
with long, chestnut hair tied back from her (very regal) face. Regina 
immediately wondered at the woman's heritage. 

"I was just apologizing," the woman said to them. "It is quite 
unusual for strangers to appear in our kingdom, and our history has 
taught us to strike first and ask questions later." She gestured to 
Leroy, still out cold on one of their horses. "He will be all 
right . " 

David cleared his throat. "And uma€ 1 what kingdom would this be, 
then? " 

Mary Margaret turned to him, excitement glittering in her eyes. 
"Camelot, " she breathed. 

"Camelot?" Henry chirped. "Like, _Camelot_ Camelot? Arthur anda€ 1 and 
Merlin? " 

_Could it be that easy? _Regina wondered. Her skin crawled with 
suspicion. It must have shown on her face as well because she felt 
Robin place a comforting hand on her back. She tried to unclench her 
teeth . 

"Yes," the woman said, an odd tone to her voice. "Mary Margaret says 
you have come to our land seeking Merlin. You must have used powerful 
magic to get here." 

"Yes," Mary Margaret said, "though it doesn't seem to be working 
now . " 

Regina wanted to shake her for her friendliness and tendency to 
reveal their hand to anyone. 

"Merlin's magic is the only kind that works in Camelot," the woman 
said quietly. "He has always protected us in that way." 

Exasperated, Regina barked: "Who are you?" 

The other woman's eyes raked her up and down; Regina didn't flinch. 
"Forgive me, my lady. My name is Kelemon. I lead King Arthur's 
knights . " 

"What about Sir Percival?" Henry asked. "Or Sir Kay?" 



Kelemon nodded. "They are still with us. But Camelot isa€la unique 
kingdom. Time works differently for us, ever since Merlina€l" She 
stopped . 

David stepped forward. "Since Merlin what?" 

Kelemon put a hand to her horse's bridle and sighed. "It is best that 
you see for yourselves. Please, come back with us. Give us a chance 
to heal your friend, and to assist you on your quest." 

a€ 1 

_She could see shadows. The movement caught her by surprise; she 
thought she was only imagining the figures looming in the darkness. 
But soon they became as regular a part of her world as the screaming. 
The shadows had no faces, no real form. Sometimes she convinced 
herself that she recognized one of them, but she never did. _ 

_ She was always cold now. When she tried to look closer at a shadow 
there would be a sharp, frigid spike of pain to her heart, but she 
never stopped trying. She had to make sense of her new 
world ._ 

a€ 1 

Regina's castle had been a sight to see; it was enormous, cold, and 
served as both castle and fortress. But the castle before them was 
something else entirely. 

It was like something straight from the pages of a storybook. 

It was large without being ridiculous, and unless her eyes were 
deceiving her it actually _shone . _The brick and stonework had an 
otherworldly quality to it, a sparkle that couldn't come naturally 
but meant that all of Camelot radiated a welcoming warmth Regina had 
never experienced before. Colorful flags and banners waved from 
towers and turrets. And while their camp had been chilly the day 
before, the flowers and trees around the castle were in full 
bloom. 

Regina pulled off her jacket and continued to stare. 

At the head of the group, Kelemon was smiling. "This way," she 
said . 

The main gate clattered open and they entered the grounds, where the 
market was thriving despite the early hour. Fruits and fabric, books 
and baubles, anything you could need was for sale. The gentle notes 
of a lute could be heard on the air. 

"Wow, " Henry said. 

The other riders dispersed with the horses as Kelemon led them 
inside. She pulled aside a young messenger, whispered in his ear, and 
he went scampering off ahead of them. 

"This could be a very short quest for us, " Robin murmured to 
Regina . 

She felt the weight of the Dark One's dagger at her hip. "I don't 



know. I don't trust the simplicity of it all. There's a catch 
somewhere . " 

He nodded. "But perhaps we can be grateful that at least we weren't 
searching for Merlin for weeks." 

"Yes, but _his_ people finding _us?_ In less than a day?" Regina 
shook her head. "The other shoe is going to drop. Hard." 

They were led to the throne room, a wide, open expanse with two 
identical thrones carved from dark wood at the far end. 

"I've sent word that King Arthur has visitors from another land," 
Kelemon explained. "He won't be long. New and unusual things have 
never failed to intrigue him." She gestured to Leroy, in David's 
arms. "In the meantime, shall we send your friend to our healers?" 
Servants appeared through the doorway, no doubt also alerted by the 
messenger, to take Leroy away. At that, Mary Margaret looked 
anxious . 

"I should go with him," she said. 

"I'll go," Robin volunteered. He placed a gentle hand on her 
shoulder. "This concerns your daughter; you should be here. I'll 
watch over Leroy." 

Mary Margaret held him tight. "Thank you, Robin." 

Regina watched him leave with the servants and dwarf, then put an arm 
around her son. 

Kelemon was right, they didn't wait long at all. A door opened behind 
the twin thrones and they all dropped to one knee as King Arthur made 
his way in. 

"Please," rumbled his deep voice. "Stand." 

They did, and Regina took in the sight of the legendary king. 

He looked to be in his sixties, though she knew first-hand that the 
age of Enchanted Forest citizens wasn't an easily guessable thing. He 
had a thick grey and white beard that matched his hair, and she was 
surprised to see he was not wearing a crown. He wasn't particularly 
handsome, but he had a presence you couldn't ignorea€"the comfortable 
confidence of a man secure in his position. 

Regina liked him immediately. 

"Kelemon," Arthur said, a bemused twinkle in his eye. "I'm told you 
found these people in our woods." 

"Yes, Your Majesty." 

He turned his gaze on them. "Now how is that possible? Merlin's magic 
has protected us from outside eyes for centuries." 

David blinked. "Centuries?" 

Arthur smiled and leaned back in his throne. "Oh yes, my child. 
Camelot was destined to be on this earth for one brief, shining 



momenta€ 1 but after our brightest days were behind us. Merlin granted 
us the gift of time. He always had a way with time; he lived his life 
backwards, after all. Don't try to understand it," he said kindly to 
Henry, as his face scrunched in concentrat ion . "Time moves slower in 
here than it does out there, so that we might last a little longer, 
and be able to right some of our wrongs. In any eventa€ 1 " King Arthur 
eyed each of them in turn. "The fact that you are here means that one 
of you has powerful magic. Or did, at any rate, before you arrived in 
our kingdom." 

Regina cleared her throat and stepped forward. "I do. Your 
Majesty . " 

"And who are you?" 

"My name is Regina." 

"Hmm." Arthur looked to Kelemon. "Wasn't there a queen named Regina? 
In King Leopold's time." 

"Yes, Your Majesty. She was known as the Evil Queen. Rumor had it she 
killed her husband, the king." 

Regina's heart felt heavy. She couldn't look at her son, who moved 
closer to her. 

"Ah yes, " Arthur said. He leaned forward. "Merlin warned me about 
you . " 

She blinked in surprise. "Hea€lhe did?" 

"Oh yes. He said one day the Evil Queen would find her way to Camelot 
with the power of the Dark One, and should we help her, all would 
perish . " 

Regina closed her eyes in despair. She heard the sound of a sword 
being drawn; she opened her eyes to see Kelemon with her blade in 
hand . 

"Now, wait just a moment," David began. 

"She's not the Evil Queen anymore!" Henry said. "She's just my mom. 
She ' s changed . " 

"Merlin is never wrong, " Kelemon said. 

King Arthur stood, sighed heavily, and descended the stairs. He held 
his hands behind his back and studied the group before him. "Merlin 
is never wrong," he agreed. "Howevera€ 1 Merlin is also rarely 
straightforward. Tell me. Queen: did you finally kill Snow 
White?" 

Regina swallowed. "No. Ia€l" 

"Urn, actuallya€l" Mary Margaret raised her hand. "That's me." 

Arthur looked between the two women. "You traveled here together to 
find Merlin? As friends?" 

"As family, " Henry said. "Your Majesty, we were told that Merlin 



could help us with the Dark One. The darkness tried to take my 
moma€ 1 " he gestured to Regina. "But, my other mom, 

Emmaa€ 1 shea€ 1 " 

"She gave her life for mine," Regina said quietly. "The darkness took 
her instead. She's Snow White's daughter, she gave birth to our son, 
anda€ 1 Henry ' s right. We're all family. And we have to get her 
back . " 

The entire time they were talking, Kelemon's sword never wavered. But 
now, Arthur put a hand on her blade and gently lowered it. "I see 
now. Yes." He turned and went back up to his throne. He leaned back 
and scratched his beard. "You have all changed each other's fates. 

The Evil Queen is no more. The darkness did not take her." 

Regina shuddered to think it had been prophecied that it would. "No, 
Your Majesty . " 

He nodded, satisfied. "Then Camelot will help you, Regina, in your 
fight to save your friend from the darkness." 

Relief flooded through her; Henry threw his arms around her. 

"Your Majesty, " Mary Margaret said, "is Merlin here in Camelot? We 
have so many questions for him. We'd like to try to find Emma as soon 
as we can . " 

"Of course you would. But you must be tired, and hungry. Perhaps 
after a rest and a warm mealaC 1 " 

"Please, Your Majesty," David said. He took Mary Margaret's hand. "We 
mean no offense, but it is imperative that we speak to Merlin as soon 
as he is able to meet with us." 

"Yes," Arthur rumbled. He scratched his beard again. "Well, you 
seea€ 1 the thing isaClthat's the one part of the puzzle that doesn't 
quite f it . " 

aC I . . 

"He's a bloody tree?" 

Robin stood in the doorway of Regina's assigned chambers, his mouth 
agape. She sighed. "Indeed he is. He's in the center of a large 
courtyard, and has been for a hundred years." She threw open the 
wardrobe to see what her options were for clean clothing. "You can 
feel the magic almost _pulsing_ from the tree though; it's quite 
impressive, even if it's useless." 

Robin looked at her, his face full of concern. "Is Henry all 
right ? " 

Regina hesitated. "He ' sa€ 1 disheartened . As we all are. The Apprentice 
said Merlin was the only one with the power to destroy the darkness. 
And if that's true thenaClwell, we may have lost before we even 
started . " 

"You can't believe that." 

She didn't say anything. She reached through to the back of the 



wardrobe and pulled out a slim fitting, vibrantly red 
dress . 

"Reginaa€ 1 " 

"I'm not giving up," she snapped. "I'm not, I'ma€ll just need to 
think. " 

He entered her chambers and gently slid his arms around her waist. 
"You're not in this alone, you know." 

"You'd think the Apprentice would think it worthy to mention that his 
sorcerer had _died_, wouldn't you?" 

Robin sighed. "Maybe he didn't know." 

Regina doubted that, somehow. Irritatingly enough, she felt as though 
it were just a part of a puzzle, albeit one she had no patience for, 
especially when she didn't know how much time they had before Emma 
succumbed to the darkness. 

"I'm going to get changed for dinner," Robin said quietly. "Shall I 
return to escort you?" 

She nodded absently, and he left. She dressed herself in the red 
gown, felt the soft fabric grip and drape in ways she'd grown 
unaccustomed to in Storybrooke, but recalled only too well from her 
days as queen. Her heart ached; it had been a long time since she had 
been inside a castle and felt helpless. 

No one could say that the last time had ended well. 

a€ I . . 

"You can't hold me in this bloody cage forever," Killian Jones spat 
from his cell. 

The target of his rage sat calmly at the sheriff's desk, heels 
propped up, run-of-the-mill paperwork in her hand. "Of course I can, " 
Lily said; she couldn't bring herself to sound even remotely sorry. 
"That's one of my favorite things about Storybrookea€"the old laws 
are the ones they follow. They basically locked you in the dungeon. 
You're lucky Regina designed this one with windows." 

Hook gnashed his teeth and slammed himself into the bars. It was one 
of Lily's favorite things that he did; it was such an open display of 
uncontrolled hostility that would never have any effect on his actual 
situation. A temper tantrum, truly. She shook her head, wondering not 
for the first time what Emma Swan saw in him. 

Sure enough, he tired himself out, just as Lily was finishing up. She 
put away the stacks of noise disturbances and magical sightings 
(nothing of note, as usual) and switched off the desk lamp. All the 
while. Hook was watching her from his bunk. 

"You were Emma's friend," he said. 

Lily locked up the other office. "Yep." 

"How can you do this to me? She needs me." 



"To do what?" 


He went to the bars and leaned against them. "To save her. Before 
it's too late . " 

Lily decided this time, she'd bite. "How?" 

He bared his teeth again. "I had a plan before the Evil Queen wrecked 
everything. You know she tried to kill Emma before?" 

Lily shrugged. "So did I. I thought you did, too. Maybe Emma just 
needs better people in her life." 

"The Evil Queen killed her sona€"Emma brought him back to life with 
True Love's Kiss. If it wasn't for her, the lad would be dead." 

"And yet," Lily mused, "Emma saved Regina's life by becoming the Dark 
Qne in her place. Right? I mean, it happened right in front of you, 
didn't it?" She stepped closer to the cell. "Is that what's got your 
knickers in a twist? The woman you love giving her life for 
another? " 

He glared at her. "Emma's a hero. And I love that about her." 

"Mmm. But she's not a hero right now." Lily felt her eyes switch to 
their reptilian gold as she stared into this Killian Jones. "And 
that's what Regina is able to remember, and you can't seem to accept : 
she is not the woman we love. She's the Dark Qne." 

Hook tilted his head. "We?" 

She ignored her admission. "She's the Dark One, you moron. And if 
your plan was for true love's kiss to undo the power of the 
darknessa€l" She shook her head. "You're really out of your 
league . " 

"In case you've been under a rock, true love is the strongest magic 
of all." 

Lily thought of this brute with Emma, and it made her skin itch. 
"Obsession isn't love," she said quietly. "And not all love is 
truea€ 1 or even pure. Assuming you have true love with her puts her 
life at risk. Everyone else seems able to understand that, except for 
you, and that's why you're staying in there. Your ignorance is 
dangerous . " 

He punched the bars, bruising his fist; Lily was unsympathetic. She 
threw on her jacket and grabbed her keys. 

"You're jealous," Hook taunted from his cage. "Jealous of what we 
have. If you think a childhood crush could be more than that, you're 
wrong. You could never fulfill her." 

Lily kept the few warm memories of her adolescence with Emma to 
herself, feeling no need to correct him. 

aQ I . 

_The shadows grew faces. _ 



_ But not eyes._ 

_ Some looked like the son she thought she had, or used to have, many 
years ago._ 

_ With recognition came blinding pain. But after years_ 

_ a€l_or perhaps daysa€ 1 . . 

_of pain, the rage soon followed. She didn't want to hurt anymore. 
These shadows caused her pain, and it was time to stop them. Heat, 
white-hot, surged through her._ 

_ She had hands again. She held them up; she could see them._ 

_ And she could see the shadows . _ 

_ Power shot from her hands into the darkness and the faces of the 
shadows dissolved, dissolved, and their screams were so loud, and so 
close, and that was how she knew her cage was shrinking, shrinking, 
until her body was squeezed on all sidesa€l ._ 

a€ I . . 

And in the middle of the Enchanted Forest, a portal opened, and a 
dark liquid pooled through and gained forma€"human form. The Dark One 
pushed back the hood of her cloak; the sunlight didn't hurt her 
eyes . 

She could only see the shadows . 


3 . Chapter 3 

Dinner in Camelot was a fine affair. 

As guests, they were each announced as they arrived and presented to 
the court. But rather than being escorted to the dining hall, they 
were unexpectedly taken to a different table. 

The Round Table. 

Henry's mouth dropped open as King Arthur explained: "We have much to 
discuss and strategize. This room seemed the most appropriate." 

They each selected a chair around the Table but remained standing as 
new faces arrived: knights. Henry brightened at the red cloaks they 
wore even as he noticed the knights were much older than the ones 
he'd read about in his beloved books. If Merlin had stopped the quick 
progression of time for them over a hundred years agoa€ 1 it looked 
like he had waited awhile to do it. However, the knights that entered 
were nothing less than intimidating, no matter how old they really 
were . 

Sir Percival was presented first, the shortest and leanest of the 
three. He had thin salt-and-pepper hair and a beard to match. His 
smile was the brightest. 


Sir Gawain was seconda€"he bowed to each guest as he met them, and 



Henry had no doubt that the knight would remember their names. There 
was a glint in his eye that revealed a sharpness of mind. 

The last knight presented was Sir Kaya€"he was at least a head taller 
than Sir Gawain, with broad shoulders and barrel-chested. He did not 
smile, but somehow he didn't come off as unfriendly. Cautious, 
perhaps. He was also Kelemon's father, which Henry found fascinating. 
The next generation of Arthur's knights, right in front of his 
eyes . 

Finally, the room grew quiet on the entrance of the queen. Henry 
swallowed at the sight of her. 

Guinevere was the same height as King Arthur. Her long, chestnut hair 
was streaked with silver, and fell loose in soft waves against a 
glittering purple gown. Henry snuck a peek around the table and was 
glad to see he wasn't the only one from Storybrooke standing a little 
straighten . 

"Your Majesty," Mary Margaret breathed. "It is such a pleasure to 
meet you, truly." 

Guinevere's smile was genuine. "The pleasure is mine. It has been 
many years since we had guests. Merlin's protection spells have 
spared us, buta€lthey did come at quite a price." 

"Fortunately, " Sir Percival said, "the families within our walls are 
happy, their children safe." 

Sir Gawain nodded. "It is a sacrifice we would make again." 

Soup was presented to them, and wine was poureda€ 1 even for Henry. He 
glanced at his mother, who raised an eyebrow at him. He nudged it 
away from his bowl. 

"My husband tell me you've come to Camelot seeking our tree," 
Guinevere quipped. 

Across the table, David almost choked on his wine. As he reached for 
a napkin, Mary Margaret said, "The Apprentice didn't tell us Merlin 
wasn't human anymore." 

The queen set her spoon down. "Then it must not be an issue." 

His mother stiffened next to him. "Forgive me. Your Majesty, but how 
could that possibly be true?" 

Henry was afraid his mother had offended the queen, but Guinevere 
seemed unfazed. "I don't know about the members of your party, but 
all of us in Camelot are only human. And over our many centuries we 
have learneda€ 1 wella€ 1 " She took her husband's hand. "We have learned 
that we are quite fallible. But Merlin was not." 

King Arthur squeezed her hand. "Guinevere is quite right. There is no 
greater magic in any realm than that of the Sorcerer. And if Merlin's 
own Apprentice sent you to him in his current statea€lthan it must 
mean he can help you. Even after death." 

"Unfortunately, " came the deep voice of Sir Kay, "the riddle is yours 
to unravel . " 



"With our help, " Percival added. "We do have some experience with the 
Sorcerer's ways." 

"Merlin won't let you down," Gawain said. "And neither will 
Camelot . " 

Henry's heart swelled at their words. The Knights of the Round Table 
were heroes even to other heroes; if they were willing to help, maybe 
his mom would be back with them before they knew it. He looked up at 
his mother, but she looked distracted; she was biting her lip, and 
pushing her food around her plate as the others continued to 
speak . 

"Mom? " 

She blinked and quickly put a smile on her face for him. "Yes, 

Henry? " 

"What's the matter?" 

Before she could answer. Sir Gawain 's voice rose above the others: 
"Your daughter has become the Dark One? My condolences . " 

"But your quest for Merlin makes more sense now, " Sir Kay rumbled. 
"His magic is deeply connected to the dark powers." 

"We know that he created the first Dark One, " David said, "by 
tethering the darkness to a human soul." 

King Arthur cleared his throat. "As always with my dearest 
frienda€ 1 it is a bit more complicated than that. 

Merlina€ 1 " 

Guinevere placed a hand on her husband's arm. "Merlin wasn't human," 
she said quietly. "He is so old as to be ageless, timeless. Merlin 
has always been." 

"He was born of the darknessa€ 1 and the light," Arthur said quietly. 
"He has command of both. Fortunately for our world, he chose the 
light, and banished his darkness." 

"_His _darkness?" Henry repeated. 

Was he hearing them correctly? The world's most famous and powerful 
sorcerer was actuallya€la kind of demi-god? Or a part of creation 
itself? Merlin, the White Wizarda€lwas intimately connected to the 
Dark One. They were two halves of a whole. 

"Who controls the dagger?" Guinevere asked. 

His mother hesitated, not one to ever give up (or reveal) a position 
of power . " I do . " 

"Of course, " Guinevere mused. "You are the magician in your party, 
are you not?" 

"Of sorts . " 


"What is your connection to the Dark One?" 



His mother swallowed; she looked so uncomfortable that Henry was 
frankly surprised she hadn't already excused herself from the Round 
Table claiming illness or exhaustion or something of the like. 

"That ' sa€ 1 . actuallya€ 1 a very complicated answer," she hedged. When 
the queen continued to wait patiently for an answer, she reluctantly 
continued. "The previous Dark One, Rumplest ilt skin, was mya€ 1 my 
mentora€ 1 in my own darker days on the throne," she said. "He nurtured 
the magical side of the darkness my mother had always encouraged in 
me. And the current Dark Onea€ 1 " she glanced at Henry; he took her 
hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "Suffice it to say, Emma saved 
me from the darkness more than once. And without her I wouldn't have 
my son, Henry. Ia€ll have to save her." 

Henry could see the tears in Mary Margaret's eyes at her words. 

King Arthur cleared his throat and exchanged a glance with Queen 
Guinevere; she nodded. "Merlin may be gone, but many of his teachings 
can be found in his books. Not all of them, unf ortunatelya€"he 
believed words to be more powerful than swords or magic, so he didn't 
dare put all of his secrets in one place. However, what he did record 
we have kept safe in his tower. You are welcome to explore what 
remains of his magic. Hopefully you will find something to help you 
in your quest to save the Dark One." 

aG I . . . 

She sat on a rock in the forest for three days. 

She felt no need to eat or sleep, but her desire to regain a sense of 
time was strong. She seemed to be back in the normal world: there was 
day, then night, then day again. It rained, twice. She saw no people, 
not even animals, but that was less of a concern. All that mattered 
was that the darkness no longer surrounded her. 

It surged within her. 

But thata€ 1 _that_ she could control. She could see, she could feel; 
she had a body, and her memoriesa€ 1 and her feelings. 

She was angry. Where was her family? Her son, her parents, Regina, 
KillianaG 1 where was everyone? How long had she been gone? She ground 
her teeth together; she would never have allowed any of them to be 
missing for so long. 

That gave her pause. What if she wasn't the one missing? What if 
something had taken all of them in her absence? The savior, ripped 
from Storybrooke, so the forces of darkness could take over. That 
would not stand. 

She pushed back the hood of her cloak and looked upa€"it was 
overcast, but clearly daytime. She would find a village, get her 
bearings, and get her family back. She closed her eyes and took a 
deep breath; she could smell the salt of the ocean, but it was miles 
away. _West._ 

She held up her hands and vanished in a cloud of grey 
smoke . 



Merlin's tower only had three thin windows and therefore no natural 
light to speak of; it was easy to imagine the wizard losing track of 
time and spending days studying and writing and reworking spells, 
with only the candles burning out to tell him time was 
passing . 

Regina was buried in a massive text with faded handwriting that went 
in and out of different languages. She felt the beginnings of a 
headache, but what she had felt earlier in the day kept her 
going . 

The Dark One's dagger had started toa€lhum. 

She'd felt it at dinner, but didn't want to address it at the table. 
There were too many unfamiliar faces, with their own agendas, and 
even though they sounded supportive and helpfula€ 1 she had been the 
Evil Queen, and she did have the dagger. Regina couldn't risk that 
Camelot would feel the same way that the idiot pirate had about her 
controlling the Dark One. But now she didn't know if she should tell 
_anyone._ Did the dagger awakening mean Emma was close? Only Merlin's 
magic was supposed to work inside the walls of Camelot, but if he was 
connected to the Dark Onea€ 1 

Regina closed her eyes. _One step at a time._ It didn't matter what 
it meant if they remained powerless. She took a deep breath and 
focused once again on the ancient tome in front of her. 

The others had books as well. Henry was pouring through one on the 
history of the castle, David had one on the different bloodlines, and 
Mary Margaret and Robin each had spell books. Hundreds more waited on 
the shelves behind them. 

"I don't think these go back far enough," David said. 

"They must, " Mary Margaret said. She pushed one book to the side and 
pulled out another. 

Robin rubbed his eyes. "It's going to take forever to find what we 
need without magic. We can't even do a simple locator spell." 

Regina swallowed and thought of the blade at her hip; an idea started 
to form. "Why don't you all take a break," she said lightly. "Check 
on Leroy. Make a plan for tomorrow. I'll keep going here." 

Henry frowned. "But you can't do this alone. You need our help." 

"Of course I do, Henry. But if all of our eyes are crossing, we could 
miss something important." Regina eyed the shelves with an air of 
authority. "I'll be all right for a little while on my own. At the 
very least I'm fairly confident that I can weed out what we _don't_ 
need . " 

Robin placed a concerned hand on her arm. "ReginaaC 1 you ' re going to 
burn yourself out if you don't take your own advice and rest." 

She placed a hand on his. "I know. I will rest, Robin, I promise 
you." She looked at her son. "I promise you too. But right nowa€ 1 I 
want to be alone with the books. I'm hopingaC 1 " She shrugged. "I 
don't know what I'm hoping. That they'll speak to me or something, I 



guess. I know it sounds ridiculous." 

Robin kissed her cheek. "It doesn't sound ridiculous at all. But 
you're not allowed to stay here all night." 

"I won't." 

When they left (however reluctantly) , Regina glared at the heavy 
volumes on the shelves. The candles flickered throughout the tower, 
casting strange shadows across Merlin's even stranger collection of 
artifacts and relics. Regina bit her lip and placed her hand on the 
hilt of the dagger. 

It was warm. 

She withdrew it from its sheath and gazed at the writing on the 
blade. _Emma Swan._ Regina didn't want to say her name aloud in case 
she accidentally summoned the Dark One, but she felt the other 
woman's presence with every fiber of her being. She looked back at 
the books and held the knife aloft. 

It pulled in her hand. Regina followed. 

It was a very faint pull; if Regina overthought it, she would lose 
it, and have to refocus and start again, but after several minutes 
she was able to follow the dagger without her impatience getting in 
the way. It led her to a shelf full of animal skulls, potions long 
dried up in their bottles, and glass beads. There was also a box, 
behind all of that, with an old lock keeping it shut. The dagger 
tapped against the lock. 

"Okaya€ 1 " Regina muttered. She reached out and grabbed the lock; the 
ancient thing crumbled in her hand. She pushed the other items to the 
side and pulled the box forward. With a hand on either side, she 
lifted the lid. 

Inside the box was a book. 

"Well now, " she mused. It was thin and small, bound with brown 
leather that was somehow still soft to the touch. When Regina removed 
the book from the box, the dagger stopped pulling. 

"Why do you keep this magic secret from your friends?" 

Regina gasped and spun around; the queen stood in the doorway, as 
relaxed as Regina was tense. "Your Majestya€l" 

Guinevere stepped forward. "You are using magic, are you 
not?" 


Regina was clearly at a disadvantage. In as regal a manner as 
possible she said, "I went with a hunch. You've said Merlin's magic 
is the only kind that works in Camelot. He was too powerful for that 
to not be true." She held up the dagger. "But I felt this pulla€"and 
the darkness is Merlin's darker half. His magic. So I decided to let 
him help me." 


Guinevere looked impressed. "And it showed you the necessary 
book? " 



Regina glanced at the book in her hand, so slight compared to the 
rest of the library. "I believe so. It ' sa€ 1 " Her words died on her 
lips as she flipped it open. "a€lit's blank." 

The queen crossed to her and held out her hand; dumbstruck and 
frustrated, Regina gave it to her. Guinevere flipped through empty 
page after empty page. She placed it on a table and fixed her eyes on 
Regina. "You did not answer me. Why do you keep this a secret from 
your friends? Are they not trustworthy? Or is it you who we shouldn't 
trust ? " 

Regina's temper flared. "With all due respect. Your Majesty, the 
answer should be obvious. I've traveled here with the parents of the 
Dark One who are blinded by their love for their daughter. The son I 
share with her can't afford to get his hopes up. I'm also here with a 
dwarf who hates me and a man whoa€ 1 " she hesitated when she thought 
of the love in Robin's eyes, and his confidence in her. She shook her 
head. "And a man who won't believe I could ever do anything wrong, 
even though he knows my past. So tell me Your MajestyaO 1 which of them 
would _you_ confide in?" 

"None," Guinevere said, surprising Regina. The queen settled into a 
chair. "But it does pose a problem for you, and possibly for your 
Dark One as well. How will you save her if you are secretly working 
alone, while the others believe you are a team?" 

"I'lla€ll'll figure it out." 

"Haven't you all worked together before?" 

"Yes. Buta€l" 

"But?" 

Regina sank into the chair next to her. "Emma was always there. 
Leading us . " 

Guinevere's voice took on a softer tone. "Do you feel you lack 
leadership? Weren't you a queen?" 

Regina's heart sank as she recalled villagers shaking in fear, hearts 
beating in her hand, and her own son's eyes when he realized the 
truth about her. "I wasn't a very good one. No. And never to these 
people . " 

"Why not?" 

"They know me too well." 

"One would think that could only help you. Emma too." 

Regina studied the queen before her; she could see the tiredness 
hidden behind sharp eyes. "Why do you care so much?" 

Guinevere drummed her fingers on the table, considering her answer. 

"I know the price of secrets. Someone I loved was driven from the 
safety of our kingdom anda€ 1 and he perished." She cleared her throat. 
"A different darkness descended on Camelot for many, many years. But 
Merlin granted us the gift of timea€land in time, we rebuilt. We 
healed. Things are more precious to us nowa€ 1 and bittersweet." She 



leveled her gaze at Regina. "And I sense you are the secret-keeper of 
your group. The others ask for help and listen with open hearts, but 
you stay silent to protect them. But I ask you, Reginaa€ 1 how have 
secrets treated you?" 

Regina clenched her teeth, angry that this woman seemed to see right 
through her. She thought of everything she'd kept hidden from her 
son, and how it was only recently that he'd truly started to forgive 
her. She thought of the deals struck with Rumplest ilt skin . 

She thought of Daniel. 

"So they've not been kind," Guinevere said gently. She reached out 
for Regina's hand; Regina fought the impulse to push her away. "Tell 
your friends; it will serve you and Emma better in the end. I imagine 
she's counting on you." 

Regina didn't say anything; of course she was counting on them. 

As though reading her mind, the queen said, "I meant _you._ You say 
Emma always led the others. Who do you think she expects to lead 
now? " 


Regina looked away; she didn't want to lead the others. She'd rather 
go alonea€"then her failures were her own. But she thought of Emma 
saving her from an angry town, and Emma backing her up in Neverland, 
and Emma following her into the woods after the Snow Queen (despite 

Regina's protests) . She thought of the savior's words to her in her 

vault: they understood each other in a way the others never 
could . 

Queen Guinevere stood and handed Regina the thin book she had found. 
"I can see you care for her. Don't make the same mistakes I did. 
Secrets cost Arthur and I our happiness. We were lucky; Merlin's 
magic helped us save our kingdom and its people. If you let him, 
he'll do the same for you." With that, she left. 

Regina's fingers traced the writing on the Dark Qne ' s dagger as she 

gazed at the blank book before her. 

She sat until the candles melted down. 

a€ 1 

Mulan was just finishing her drink when she heard the cacophony 
outside the tavern; men shouting, dogs barking, wood breaking as 
horses reared and broke away from their carts. She put a hand on her 
sword hilt and waited. 

This was supposed to be a routine patrol of the region. Ruby was 
convinced (as were many mystics in their realm) that the Dark One had 
returned to the Enchanted Eorest. They were investigating villages 
found along major crossroads, hoping that travelers passing through 
would have any information for them, but so far no one had seen or 
heard anything helpful. 

The sounds of chaos continued outside. Just as Mulan decided her 
assistance was needed, a familiar face stepped into the tavern and 
looked around. Mulan 's mouth dropped open. "Emmaa€ 1 " 



The savior was wearing a white cloak and a troubled expression. She 
frowned at Mulan as though she didn't recognize her. 


"Emma, it's me. Mulan." Emma's eyes darted around the tavern before 
landing back on the warrior; the effect was a little unsettling. 

Mulan held up a hand. "Area€ 1 are you all right?" 

"So I am in the Enchanted Eorest, then." Her voice was flat. 

"Yes. What's happened? Why are you here?" 

"I need to find my family. Something attacked us in Storybrooke, we 
were separated." 

Mulan glanced outside; it was curious that Emma walked past the 
villagers without helping to settle their horses before someone got 
hurt. But if she was worried about her familya€l "Who attacked 
them? " 

"We were battling the Dark One. A portal opened. Ia€ll woke up 
here . " 

The noise outside continued, and though she wanted to help her 
friend, Mulan couldn't ignore it any longer. "Emma, sit down. Grab 
something to eat, you look exhausted. I'll be right back." She pushed 
her way out of the tavern. 

Carts had been overturned and dragged by frightened animals through 
the streets; some horses had broken free of their restraints, while 
others still strained at the ropes, the whites of their eyes showing. 
_What in the hell had them so frightened?_ Mulan grabbed a little 
girl right before a horse started kicking at her and tucked her to 
safety. Any dogs or other animals not tied to something had fled, 
leaving bewildered owners in their wake. When enough of the beasts 
were calm (or taken elsewhere) , Mulan pushed her hair out of her face 
and made her way back to the tavern. 

Emma sat at a table in the corner, her drink untouched. Mulan slid in 
next to her. "You should eat." 

"I'm not hungry." 

"Well, when did you get here?" 

" I don ' t know . " 

She didn't sound like herself. Mulan was at a loss as to how she 
could help her friend. "Do you have a place to stay?" she asked 
quietly . 

Emma looked at her. "No. This isn't my home. I want to find my 
family, and get them home to Storybrooke." 

"I'll help you," Mulan said. "You can stay with me. Ruby and I have a 
cabin not far from here. Emmaa€ 1 " she hesitated. "Is the Dark One 
here? Did Rumplest lit skin follow you through the portal?" 

Emma gazed at something in the distance that Mulan couldn't see. "The 
darkness isn't tethered to him anymore. It tried to take Regina, 
before the portal opened. We chased after it with the dagger. 



buta€ 1 now I don't know where any of them are." 

Mulan could tell more must have happened, but Emma was too exhausted 
to make any sense of it. She didn't want to push until Emma had 
gotten a chance to eat and rest. Was the evil queen now the Dark One 
as well? She shuddered at the thought. Also disturbing was the idea 
of the darkness not being tethered to a human being at all, and just 
working its way through the realms. She turned her attention back to 
her friend. "We'll find them. But first, let me take you home." 


4 . Chapter 4 

Maleficent stalked through the halls of the hospital until she 
reached the smallest room at the end of a darker corridor. Her 
daughter was waiting for her. 

"He's in there," Lily said, a note of irritation in her voice. 

Mai peered inside. "My. He's done quite a job of it, hasn't 
he?" 

"He's insane. He should be in one of the padded rooms in the 
basement, like Zelena." 

"Perhaps. But I'm sure they'd find a way to talk to each other, and 
that could only end poorly for all of us. No, handcuffed to a bed 
wearing a hospital gowna€"I think that's torture enough for Captain 
Hook's fragile ego." 

Lily stared at her, aghast. "MotheraC 1 he slammed his head into the 
bars of his cell hard enough to knock himself out. He's crazy." 

Mai sighed. "I know. But the others have some use for him, even if we 
can't imagine what that might be." 

"They think he's a hero," her daughter grumbled. 

"Well, lots of people in Storybrooke think a lot of strange things, " 
Mai said, straightening up. "But we promised to look after all of 
them, no matter how misinformed they may be. Besides, if we kill the 
Dark Savior's boyfriend she might take offense." She pushed her way 
into Hook's room. 

He tipped his head up as best he could to glare at her with the eye 
that wasn't swollen shut. "You can't keep me here." 

Maleficent gestured to his restraints. "Yes we can." 

"I broke out of your jail cell." 

"I know you believe that that's true, which makes you rather 
insufferable. But the record will show that Lily opened the cell to 
allow medics to take you herea€"a larger cage. You will be our 
prisoner no matter where we have to keep you in Storybrooke." 

Hook yanked on the wrist restraints, to no avail. "I will find a way 
to break free. I won't fail Emma." 


Mai rolled her eyes and glanced at her daughter; Lily remained in the 



corner, silent and glaring at the pirate. "Yes, well, while baseless 
promises seem to be enough to woo Emma Swan, for some reason, the 
rest of us shouldn't have to suffer while we work to find actual 
solutions." She held out a bott lea€"blue liquid swirled within 
it . 

The pirate had the sense to look nervous. "What is that?" 

Maleficent raised an eyebrow at him, amused. "Does it matter?" She 
emptied the contents over his face as he squirmed and shouted. 
Eventually, he stilled. 

"What was that?" Lily asked. 

"A sleeping potion, dear," Mai said with a smile. "I feared that any 
guard we posted with Hook would free him just to get him to shut up, 
and honestly who could blame them? We don't have time to worry about 
that . " 

"Why didn't you just tell me you were going to do that?" 

Mai looked at her daughter. "Lilya€ldo you trust me?" 

Lily shifted her weight and stuck her hands in her 
pockets . 

Maleficent's heart sank the slightest bit. "It's all right if you 
don't. We ' rea€ 1 St ill getting to know each other, after all. It's only 
that sometimes showing is much more effective than telling. It seems 
like a small thing now but in the heat of battle, stopping to explain 
something can cost you dearly." 

Lily crossed her arms. "I just don't like feeling foolish." 

Mai stepped towards her. "I understand that feeling, I do. Please 
know thata€ 1 I would never think you were foolish, no matter 
what . " 

Lily nodded. Before anything else could be said, an alert came 
through on her phone; she frowned. "It's Belle. She wants to meet us 
at Granny ' s . " 

"Does she say why?" 

Lily shook her head. 

"All right then." Mai grimaced. "God, I've seen more of these people 
in the last two days than I ever wanted to in my life." 

"I do trust you," Lily said quickly; Maleficent stilled. "It's 
justa€ 1 I don't really have the best track record with that, soa€lI'm 
gonna ask questions, but if you can't answer ora€ 1 " she slipped her 
hands back in her pockets. "I trust you." 

Mai allowed a brief, hopeful smile to appear. "All right then. Let's 
see what the librarian wants." 

aG I . . 


The next morning, everyone met in the courtyard under Merlin's tree. 



Regina took a breath and presented her findings. Mary Margaret's eyes 
went up. "Another book mysteriously appears to us." 

"Indeed," Regina mused. "But this one was mixed in with the spell 
books. My belief is that Merlin enchanted it to protect against 
prying eyes in Camelot." 

David frowned. "What makes you think it's enchanted and not just a 
blank book?" 

Regina fought the urge to glare at him and said, "Because of how I 
found it." She hesitated, and the others exchanged curious glances. 
She thought back to her conversation with the queen and plowed ahead. 
"The dagger led me to it." 

Leroy, fully recovered, jumped right in. "The Dark One's dagger works 
here? In your hands?" 

"Leroya€l" Robin said, attempting to put a hand on the dwarf's 
arm . 

But he yanked it away. "I thought that wasn't possible. I thought you 
didn't have magic here, that no one does." 

"Except Merlin," Henry said. He looked at his mother. "And you didn't 
have magic, right?" 

"I still don't," Regina assured them. "Really. But last night, the 
knifea€lit kind of came to life, in a way. I felt its pull and I let 
it led me to the book." 

Realization dawned in Robin's eyes; she winced. "That's why you sent 
us away in Merlin's tower. Reginaa€ 1 " 

"Robin, I knowa€ 1 " 

"You _don't_ know, clearly! You could have been hurt. You didn't know 
what the dagger was going to do." 

"I _know, " _she insisted. "I made a mistake. It won't happen again. 
It's why I'm telling you all now." 

Robin shook his head, and she didn't have time to make it better. 
"Look," she said to the others. "The dagger didn't do anything in 
Storybrooke, even when Hook tried to use it. And until last night, it 
didn't do anything here. I think it means thata€lEmma might be here 
now . " 

"In Camelot?" Mary Margaret gasped. 

"No, but in the Enchanted Eorest. I think we should take the book 
outside of Merlin's barrier, see what spell it reveals, and find 
Emma . " 

Robin crossed his arms. "In here, we're safe." 

"But the whole point of coming here was to get her back, " Mary 
Margaret said. 


David stepped forward. "The thing is, we don't know what's in that 



book. Regina, as soon as we step outside, we're exposed, and whatever 
is written in the book may not help us at all." 

"I know, David. But at the same time, we won't know what it holds 
until we go . " 

"I'm going with you," Mary Margaret announced. Before her husband 
could protest she said, "Emma's not in Camelot, David, and because of 
Merlin's magic she never will be. We can't do anything to help her 
behind these walls. Because of Regina we have our best lead, and we 
have the Dark One's dagger." She took his hands in hers. "It's time 
to go find our daughter." 

David nodded and held her close. 

"I'm in too," Leroy gruffed. 

"Me too," said Henry. 

Regina pulled him into her embrace and kissed the top of his head. 
"Not this time." 

"What? What do you mean, why not?" 

"Henry, it's too dangerous. You're safe here, and if I'm going to do 
this I need to know you're safe." 

"But Mom," he said, pushing away. "I can help. I cana€ 1 " 

"Henry," she said, her voice sharp. "You're my son; I'm going to 
worry about you no matter what. I can't fight the Dark One and rescue 
your mother if I'm thinking about you. Someone will get hurt." 

He glowered, but it held no real weight. "I don't like feeling 
useless," he said quietly. 

David clapped a hand on his shoulder. "You're not useless, Henry, and 
if you just stay here waiting for us that doesn't help anyone. But if 
you're here going through Merlin's books, trying to find other 
messages he may have left behinda€ 1 now that's useful." 

Henry blinked at him. "You thinka€ 1 there ' s other stuff up 
there? " 

"It's Merlin's tower," Mary Margaret said. "It's nothing but secrets 
and history and priceless information. There are books 
everywherea€ 1 " 

"And you're the Author," Regina finished. She cupped her son's cheek. 
"You have a connection to Merlin, and every word he ever 
wrote . " 

"Will you stay here then, " David said, "to be safe, yes, but also 
doing something really important for us?" 

Henry sighed. "All right." 

Regina looked at the others. "Would you give us a moment, please?" 
When they were alone, she sat with her son on the bench in front of 
Merlin's tree. "I know this isn't what you want," she said 



softly . 


Henry threw his arms around her, to her surprise; she held him until 
he spoke. "I don't want you to get hurt." 

She closed her eyes and ran a hand through his hair. "I'm going to do 
everything I can to stay safe and bring Emma home." 

Henry pulled back and kicked at the ground. "Do you think Mom could 
ever hurt us?" 

"Emma? Never." She took his hand. "But the Dark One? Yes, I do. But 
at the risk of sounding like your grandmothera€ 1 I also think there's 
hope, Henry. Emma is a survivor and a fighter. She was the savior 
first, and that hasn't gone away just because she's also the Dark 
One. Most of the Dark Ones wanted power and control, but your mother 
turned dark for completely different reasons." 

Henry nodded. "Eor love." 

Regina blinked. "What?" 

"She never wanted the power; she just didn't want it to hurt _you._ 
She loves you, so she saved you." He studied her. "You know that, 
right? That we all love each other, even if you guys don't say 

it . " 

She felt her cheeks start to flush and squirmed slightly on the 
bench. "Of course. I guess I never thought of it like that." 

He leaned against her, and she wrapped an arm around his shoulders. 
Love was such a weighted word for her, and her son said it so easily. 
His love wasn't complicated, and it didn't come with strings 
attached. There were few people in her life for whom she could say 
the same. 

aO I . . 

"Here," Mulan said, gesturing to a chair near the fireplace. "I'll 
just get this going and find you something to eat." 

Emma frowned. "But I'm not hungry." She didn't understand the look 
she was seeing on the other woman's face. "Do you expect me to eat 
anyway? " 

Mulan flushed. "Na€lwell, no, buta€ 1 " 

"Why are you so concerned with whether or not I eat?" 

"Because I don't know what else to do," Mulan rushed. " You ' rea€ 1 you 
don't seem like yourself, Emma, and I was hoping food or rest would 
help. They usually do." She knelt at Emma's side. "I know you're 
worried about your family, which I understand, buta€ 1 " 

"How am I not myself?" 

Mulan hesitated. "You're verya€ 1 defensive . Quick with your words," 
she amended at Emma's glare. "Anda€ 1 you ' re not making a lot of sense. 
I want very much to help you, Emma, but you're making me a little 
nervous . " 



Emma blinked. "You're afraid of me. 


Mulan cringed but didn't deny it. 

That wasn't going to help her find Henry or her parents any faster. 
She needed Mulan focused on the surrounding villages, not on her. She 
considered her words, and softened her tone. "If I sita€lif I 
eata€lwill that make you feel better?" 

"Yes, " Mulan said, "but more importantly it will make _you_ feel 
better. I promise." 

Emma watched Mulan as she searched the home for food, set a kettle on 
the fire, and prepared to make her more "comfortable." The woman's 
entire demeanor had changed as soon as Emma agreed to let her think 
she was helping. Curious. 

And valuable. 

As Emma ate the stew she was offered (whether it was good or bad, she 
could not say; she tasted nothing. It was merely hot), Mulan opened 
up about the worries of the kingdom. They feared the Dark One had 
returned, but if the darkness had become separated from 
Rumplest ilt skin as Emma claimed, then that left them back at square 
one. They had no idea who to look for or protect themselves against. 
Maybe the darkness was still searching for a human host. 

As she listened, Emma wondered at Mulan 's fears. She (and the rest of 
the kingdom) so clearly misunderstood the darkness. She spoke of it 
as though it were uncontrollable, unpredictable. It frustrated Emma 
and made her want to correct Mulan, but that wouldn't get her what 
she wanted: Mulan 's assistance. 

"You're sure you don't remember anything after the darkness attacked 
you? " 

Emma shrugged. "One minute they were all there in front of me, and 
the next I was alone." 

Mulan drummed her fingers on the table. "Well, they can't be too far 
away; portals tend to bring people to the same general area. And if 
they haven't changed clothes, they'll be easy to spot. Someone will 
have seen them. Besides, they're probably looking for you, too." She 
gave a hopeful smile. "We'll find them." 

There was a curious sound outside; Emma tilted her head. A crash, 
followed by a tearing soundaC 1 and then a deep, deep snarling. Mulan 
leapt to her feet as the door was broken down by a massive wolfa€"its 
nostrils were flared, hair standing on end. Emma had never seen an 
animal with such ravenous hate in its eyes. 

"No, wait!" Mulan shouted, her hands outstretched. 

But the wolf jumped at Emma. She dispatched it without hesitation; 
bolts of magic shot from her hands. There was a pained yelping, the 
distinctive smell of burnt flesh, and the wolf was in a mess on the 
floor. Mulan screamed and fell to her knees at its side as Emma 
sipped the remains of her stew. 



"It's all right," Emma said. "We're safe." 

Mulan looked up at her, her face streaked with tears. "It's Ruby. 
Emma, it's _Ruby . She pressed a hand over her mouth and turned back 
to the wolf, searching frantically for signs of life. 

_Ruby . Another friend. The werewolf ._ That was right, or it was 
supposed to bea€"friends didn't attack each other as Ruby had done. 
Mulan had helped her; Ruby was out for blood. She was no friend of 
Emma's, not anymore. _Perhaps she never had been._ And now, the wolf 
had ruined her plans; Mulan wasn't going to be of any help, not if 
she cared as much for the dying wolf as she seemed to. Emma could 
wipe her memory, perhaps, or take her heart and control her mind, 
forcing her to assist. She sighed and looked down at the stew she had 
finished that she had never wanted in the first place. 

Perhaps all of that was too much trouble. She didn't want to waste 
any more time. Besides, Mulan didn't even know anythinga€"she was 
just going to ask villagers questions, which Emma was capable of 
doing herself. 

Mulan continued her futile attempts to revive the wolf. "Please," she 
begged Emma, her voice thick with tears. "You have to do 
something . " 

Emma stood and pulled her hood back over her head. "Yes, " she said. 

"I have to find my family." 

She vanished. 

a€ I . . 

Belle was waiting for the dragons in the back corner booth at 
Granny's. The old woman brought them all tea, then slid into the 
booth with them. 

Maleficent raised an eyebrow at the normally meek librarian. "Are you 
going to tell us what this is all about? I've already had my fill of 
Storybrooke residents today, and it's not even noon." 

Belle pulled a large, dusty book from her satchel and placed it on 
the table. "I found this in Rumple ' s private collection, and it gave 
me an idea. We don't know when the others are coming back, 
right ? " 

"Or if they'll be successful, " Mai added, sipping her tea. 

Belle nodded. "That, too." She flipped the book open to a page dense 
with runes, and a few drawings of what looked like bars or a cave. It 
looked to Mai like very involved and complicated magic. 

Granny gave a low, impressed whistle. "I don't know what all of that 
says, but it looks to me like one hell of a cage." 

"That's exactly what it is," Belle said. "Specif ically. Rumple ' s 
cage. The one they used to contain him under the castle, back in the 
Enchanted Eorest. This spell can be used to create a prison cell that 
can contain the Dark One at the height of his powers. Wella€l_her_ 
powers, now." She eyed the group. "I think we should get to work on 
building it, perhaps with the dwarves' help, in case things to wrong 



with Emma . " 


Lily squirmed next to Mai. "Ia€ll don't like the idea of a 
cage . " 

Granny gave a quiet laugh. "I don't think anyone at this particular 
table is fond of cages, Lily. Buta€ 1 " she glanced around at the rest 
of the group. "We know what makes a good one." 

Mai leaned forward. "If we're going to do this, we need as few people 
to know as possible. We don't want people to think we don't have any 
faith in their heroes. This is justa€ 1 practical . " 

Belle nodded. "And if we need to use ita€ 1 " 

"It's because Emma isn't Emma anymore; she's the Dark Savior, with 
incredible power. If too many people know there's a cage waiting for 
her, it won't take her long to find out." She eyed the librarian. 
"This is good. Belle." 

"You just might have saved us, " Granny said. "Now, we just need to 
think of a good place for this thing." 

Maleficent shook her head. "I know where it needs to be." 
aG I . . 

"I know you disagree with this decision," Regina said as she pulled 
her trousers on. Robin sat at the edge of her bed, where he'd been 
begging for a more conservative course of action for half an hour. 
"There's nothing else you can say to me, and clearly nothing I say is 
changing your mind either. So, please." She pulled on a pair of 
boots. "Just stop. You can stay here in Camelot if you want to, but 
I'm leaving. Soon." 

"Regina, I justa€ 1 I don't want to lose you." 

"Well, I don't want to be lost! But we came here for a reason. At 
least, I did." She sighed and put her hands on her hips. "Why did you 
come at all instead of staying with Roland and keeping an eye on 
Zelena? If you don't want to fight and you don't want _me_ to 
fighta€lwhat are you doing here?" 

He shook his head, a pained look in his eyes. "I came because I love 
you. Because I wanted there to be at least one person on _your_ side, 
not just Emma's. I wanted there to be someone to remind you to think 
things through before you act on them." 

Regina strapped the Dark One's dagger to her hip. "You insist on 
believing I haven't thought this through." 

"We need time to look at other options beforea€ 1 " 

"We don't have it!" she snapped. If she had had her own magic in 
Camelot, something would have been on fire. As it was, Regina 
clenched her fists. "We don't have time. Especially not here. Who 
knows how many days have passed on the outside? Every moment, the 
darkness is growing stronger in her, and we have a smaller chance of 
saving her. Do you get that? This isn't about me." 



"It's about her," he said quietly. 

Regina stared at him, incredulous. "Yes. It is." Her brow furrowed as 
an uncomfortable feeling settled in her stomach. "And that's a 
problem for you." 

"No, that's nota€ 1 " 

She blinked. "Yes it is. Why?" 

At least he had the decency to look ashamed. "It's entirely selfish, 

I know. Buta€lthis year alone, my heart has been torn to shreds. I 
found you, fell in love with you. Then Marian came back, I 
thoughta€ 1 but then I lost her at least twice more. I tried to keep 
her safe and lost youa€ 1 but in reality your sister tricked me, and 
now I have you again, but now a child's involveda€ 1 two, 
actuallya€ 1 " 

Regina clenched her teeth. "Three." 

Robin bowed his head. "Henry. Of course. This must all be confusing 
to him too. And now I've finally got you back, and I justa€ 1 I can't 
lose you, Regina. Not again." 

She felt the tears behind her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. 
"Robin, I never went anywhere. I was never lost; I was right there, 
waiting for youa€ 1 but I also respected the decisions you made for 
your family." She shook her head. "I love you, but you have to stop 
this. No one yanked your heart back and forth but you. The rest of us 
were just trying to live with you constantly changing your 
mind . " 

This wasn't the conversation she wanted to have _ever,_ let alone 
when she had to go off to fight the Dark One with little more than 
the dagger and a prayer. She didn't want to hurt him; part of what 
she loved about Robin was that he was kind, and sensitive, warm where 
she could be cold. "And now I need you to respect the decisions I'm 
making for my family, because I am not changing my mind." She blinked 
the traitorous tears from her eyes as she pulled on a jacket. "I'll 
understand if you choose to stay here while we search for the Dark 
One. I won't be upset. But if you choose to come with us you can't 
get in my way." 

When she left for the great hall, Robin was still sitting on her 
bed . 

aO I . 

She wished Ruby had stayed in her wolf form. It made it easier, in a 
way. But now, close to death. Ruby looked like Rubya€ 1 only brutally 
burned and bloodied. Mulan cradled her to her chest and wept. 

_What had happened?_ 

Ruby and Emma were friends, good friends, why had they attacked each 
other as though they were mortal enemies? Why was Emma so 
frighteningly cold and dismissive? How could she leave without saving 
Ruby? Magic was the only thing that could save her, even Mulan knew 
that. The rise and fall of her chest was so very faint, but it had 
given Mulan false hope that everything would be okay with time. With 



a start, she realized Ruby's lips were moving; she was trying to say 
something. Mulan brushed the tears from her eyes and leaned over her. 
"What is it, my love?" 

Her lips barely moved. "Dak. Uhn . Enna." 

It didn't make any sense, but Mulan didn't want to tell her that. "I 
love you, " she whispered. 

"Enna. Dak. Enna." 

"Shh, shh. Be still." _Be anything but still. Be all right. Be alive. 
Be with me. _"Rest." 

But her lover appeared agitated; her shallow breathing quickened. 

"No. Enna. Enna." 

She was insistent, so Mulan tried to focus. "Emma, yes." 

Ruby closed her eyes. "Dak. Uhn." 

Mulan 's eyes went wide. "She ' sa€ 1 _Emma_ is the Dark One?" Her stomach 
turned to ice, her despair renewed. "I brought her here. I can't 
believe Ia€l" She looked down at Ruby in horror. "I've done this to 
you . I ' vea€ 1 I ' vea€ 1 " 

Ruby squeezed her hand; what she said was more breath than sound, but 
Mulan heard it. "Luff." 

Mulan cried. "I love you too," she whispered. 
a€ 1 

King Arthur, Queen Guinevere, and the knights they had met all 
gathered in the Great Hall to see them off. Henry stood with Kelemon, 
her hand on his shoulder. "I'll protect him with my life," she 
swore . 

Regina looked to King Arthur, who nodded in agreement. "And I will 
quite enjoy revisiting Merlin's teachings," he said, "with such a 
young, sharp mind at my side." 

"Hopefully we'll find something that can help Mom," Henry muttered, 
still clearly torn about being left behind. 

"Of course you will, " Queen Guinevere assured him; Regina was amused 
to see her son blushing at the warm words from the beautiful queen. 
"You have already been wise in realizing where you can do the most 
good." She turned to Regina. "I have confidence in your choices as 
well, Regina Mills. Do not hesitate to return to Camelot if you need 
our help sooner than you anticipate." 

At that, Regina glanced down to the metal bracelet at her wrist; each 
member of their party wore one. "And all we have to do," she asked, 
"is tell them we wish to return? Any particular wording of that, or 
timing? " 

Arthur shook his head. "Merlin didn't feel that would be prudent. The 
magic in the bracelets will understand you." 



"All that's left is for you to decide where you want the portal to 
take you, " Guinevere said. 

They were led to another room behind heavy oak doors with a 
glittering pool at its center. Merlin had constructed a permanent 
portal that would take the people of Camelot anywhere in the greater 
realma€"a great advantage for the people of the sheltered kingdom. 

The bracelets they wore were the only things that could bring them 
back without a long, long journey. 

Regina's heart lifted when Robin appeared, bow slung over his 
shoulder, to join them. She swallowed her tears; he gave her a nod. 

He was with her. 

"Take care in choosing your destination, " Arthur warned. "You will 
appear there in an instant." 

"Of course, " Regina said. Her immediate impulse was to ask the portal 
to take them to Emmaa€ 1 but of course, it would, and they were not 
ready to battle the darkness within her. They needed someplace where 
they could inspect the book for enchantment sa€ 1 but someplace near 
enough to Emma that there would be hope of finding her. And if she 
asked to be taken to the last place Emma was, it could be 
anywherea€"even a nightmarish hell-dimension. 

_We can't have thata€l_ 

But then she realized what she should say. "All right," she told the 
others. "I'm ready." 

They stepped up to the edge of the portal, held hands, and prepared 
to jump in. Regina took a deep breath. "Take us where we need to be," 
she said. 

aG I . . 

"Oh my god, " Mary Margaret cried. 

They had all appeared in a small cabin. While the rest of them, 

Regina included, needed a moment to reorient themselves, Mary 
Margaret needed no such time; she fell to her knees at a woman's 
side. "What happened? Is shea€l?" 

Regina blinked, recognition setting in. It was Mulan. Why had the 
portal sent them to her? She frowned, and her eyes followed Mary 
Margaret's to the true source of her distress. 

"Oh god," she breathed. "David, find water. RobinaG 1 " she closed her 
eyes, trying to focus on an old spell; only some of the ingredients 
could be commonly found. "I need you to find nettles andaG 1 and 
marigolds. Leroy, push the furniture out of the way and then help 
Robin crush up whatever he's able to find." 

As the others scattered, Regina knelt next to a weeping Mary Margaret 
and placed a hand on her back; her other hand hovered over Ruby. She 
could feel only the faintest hope of life. 

Mulan looked at her, desperation in her eyes. "Regina, can you do 
anything? " 



She let out a shaky breath. "Yes. I can try. Buta€ 1 it ' s going to 
hurt." She looked between Mulan and Mary Margaret and said, "She 
needs a life force, some of one at least. I need to bring her out of 
the woods to the point that she could start to heal, but to do that I 
need to drain that energy from someone else." 

"Me," Mulan said. "Let's go." 

Regina held up a hand. "I need the ingredients the others are 
gathering to enhance the spell and give us our best chance of 
success. But 'success' meansa€ 1 you ' 11 both need the same amount of 
healing afterwards." She looked back at Ruby's twisted form, her 
heart aching for the fallen wolf. "You will feel as though this was 
done to you, too." 

Mulan was shaking her head. "I don't care." 

"Whata€ 1 " Mary Margaret said quietly, wiping tears from her cheeks. 
"What was done to her?" 

Regina saw the flash of anger and confusion on Mulan 's face. 

"Emma . " 

Mary Margaret's eyes went wide with pain. "Emma? Noa€lno, she could 
never do this to Rubya€ 1 " 

As Regina's hopes sank, she met Mulan 's look of distress with one of 
her own. "But the Dark One could," she whispered. 

"Ruby knew," Mulan said sadly. "Right away, she knew. She attacked, 
and Emmaa€ 1 stopped her. Like she was nothing to her. I begged her to 
help, but shea€ 1 she vanished." 

"Where?" Mary Margaret choked. "Where did she go?" 

Mulan looked back at Regina. "She's looking for all of you." 

Regina felt the first trembling of real fear in her spine as David 
appeared in the doorway with a bucket of water. "Put it over the 
fire," she managed to instruct. 

Soon Robin and Leroy were back as well, and Regina had created a 
thick paste that she put on her own hands, Mulan 's, and Ruby's. She 
looked to Mary Margaret. "Try to keep her comfortable," she said. As 
she uttered the spell, a blueish glow started to fill the cabin. 

Beads of sweat appeared on her forehead as Regina became the conduit, 
sharing pain and injury between the two women, hoping to bring 
balance. She struggled to maintain focus as Mulan started screaming, 
and the dagger fastened to her hip started to tremble; it recognized 
the dark magic remnants coursing through her. When the bond was 
finally broken, the spell complete, Regina collapsed onto the cabin 
floor, sweating and drained. She felt Robin's strong hands lifting 
her, heard Mary Margaret's grateful cries, and assumed the spell had 
been a success, right before she slipped into 
unconsciousness . 


AN: Thanks to all for reading! I'd love to hear from more of 
you : ) 



End 
f ile . 



